The relationship of abnormalities of cellular immunity to antibodies to HTLV-III in homosexual men.
A comprehensive evaluation of the cellular immune system (total T-cell, helper cell, suppressor cell, and natural killer cell numbers; in vitro interleukin-2 production, T-cell responses to mitogens and antigens, serum beta 2 microglobulin levels, and delayed hypersensitivity skin tests) was performed on 36 HTLV-III seronegative and 16 HTLV-III seropositive healthy homosexual men, 48 asymptomatic homosexual men with the chronic lymphadenopathy syndrome, 41 patients with AIDS, and 29 heterosexual controls without any known risk factors for AIDS. Our studies demonstrate that HTLV-III seronegative homosexual men have normal cellular immunity and are comparable to heterosexual controls. The abnormalities of lymphocyte subsets observed in HTLV-III seropositive healthy homosexual men are comparable to subjects with chronic lymphadenopathy. Assays of lymphocyte function, with the exception of delayed type hypersensitivity (DTH) skin tests, are similar in each group except patients with AIDS. Subjects with chronic lymphadenopathy were less responsive to DTH skin tests and HTLV-III seropositive healthy homosexuals were comparable to chronic lymphadenopathy subjects. We conclude that immunologic abnormalities in homosexual men are attributable to infection with HTLV-III.